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The Dangerous Voyage of Captain Thomas James, 1631-32 


A. G. E. Jones 


THE 


DANGEROUS 
WIG. ye Goad) 


Capt. Thomas fames, 


In his intended Difcovery of a 
Nortu WeEsT Passace 


INTO THE 


SOUTH SEA 


‘ } WHEREIN 

The Miferies indured, both Going, Wintcring 
and Returning, and the Rarities obferv'l Philofo- 
phical, Mathematical and Natural are related in 
this Journal. of it, publif\'d by the Special 
Commaml of King Cuanies J. 

‘ To which is led, 

A Map for Sailing in thofe Sexs: Alfo divers'lables 
of the Author's of the Varintion of the Compafs, te, 
With an Appendix conceriine ths Longitude, by Mie 
flerG ELLIARAND, Aflronowy ileacer at Gre ture Colieve, 


The Stconp Eviriov, Revifed ard Correfted. 


LONDON: 

Printed in 1633, and now Reprinted for O. Payme, 
at Horace’s Head, in Popes's H id Alley, Corneil; 
over-againit the Roycl Exchenze. Moecxt, 

(Price bowed Two St.t'ngs and Six Pence.) 


When Captain James sailed from Bristol 
on May 3 1631, under Royal patronage, to 
seek a north-west passage, he planned to 
winter in the Arctic, in his ship, as others 


had occasionally done before him. He, 


prepared the ship as well as possible, using 
his previous experience of the North. Rather 
than a great ship, he took a well equipped 
ship of 70 tons burthen — a bigger ship 
would have fallen apart when they grounded 
— a boat and a shallop. For the crew of 22 
he took only ‘‘unmarried, approved, able 
and healthy seamen”, and he fitted out the 


Rec'd Jam 2a )g0 
Oxder No.: 

Price: )CC~Xcropx 
AeCrNOs (pe yy) 


ship with clothes, victuals and the best 
navigation instruments. 

He reached Bristol again on November 22 
1632 with a much damaged ship and 28 
officers and men out of 32 in the first place. 
During that time he had sailed up Hudson 
Strait, round part of Hudson Bay, and had 
wintered off Danby Island in James Bay. It 
was an anxious voyage, with rocks, shoals, 
foul ground, tide rips, eddies, overfalls, ice, 
frozen rigging and sails, as well as gales, 
calms, fog and ‘“‘distracted currents” off an 
unknown coast. 

At Danby Island, at the end of November 
1631, he sank his ship to save her from 
being beaten to pieces, floating her off in 
the spring with casks as buoys. During the 
winter nearly all lived ashore in three huts of 
wattle and sails, which were so cold that the 
cook’s tubs, in which he soaked his meat in 
front of the fire, froze solid in the night. 

Captain James had no thermometers but 
the temperature in James Bay commonly 
sinks to -40°F in winter. So frostbite was a 
problem. In December he noted: 

“The 7th Day was so extremely cold, that 
our Noses, Cheeks, and Hands did freeze as 
white as paper.” 

By experience they learned what not to do 
with frostbite, as he explained in his 
““Seaman’s Stile’’: 

“Upon divers, the Cold has rais'd Blisters 
as big as Wallnuts. This we imagin'd to 
come, by Reason that they came too hastily 
to the Fire.”’ 

The cold was such that: 

“It would, moreover so freeze the Hair on 
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our Eyelids, that we could not see: and I 
verily believe, that it would have stifled a 
Man, ina very few Hours.” 


“... but, in the Evening, they return'd 
so disabled with Cold, which did raise up 
Blisters under the Soles of their Feet, and 
upon their Legs, to the Bigness of Walnuts; 
that they could not recover their former 
Estate, which was not very well, in a 
Fortnight after.” 


Captain James had a commonsense 
remedy for avoiding icing-up which 
encouraged frostbite. At the end of 
October: 


“The 30th, betimes in the Morning. I 
caus'd the Chirurgeon to cut away the Hair 
of my Head short, and to shave away all the 
Hair on my Face; for it was become 
intolerable; and becuase it would be frozen 
so great with Ice-Sickles.”’ 


Very little game or fish was obtained, so 
they lived on beef, pork, fish, oatmeal, 
bread, pease, and a little oil from the ship’s 
provisions. As a result, scurvy presented 
itself early. ‘Sickness’ was first mentioned 
76 days out from England. These men soon 
recovered, but a fortnight later it became 
clear: 


“This Day was the first Time the 
Chirurgeon told me, that there were divers 
of the Men tainted with Sickness.” 


In the winter it afflicted nearly everybody. 
The surgeon was assiduous in dealing with a 
sickness that he could not have seen before 
on this scale: 


“Feb. 1632. The Cold was extreme this 
Month, as at any Time we felt it this Year; 
and many of our Men complain'd of 
Infirmities. Some of sore Mouths; all the 
Teeth in their heads being loose, their 
Gums swoln, with black rotten Flesh, which 
must every day be cut away. The Pain was 
so sore on them that they could not eat their 
ordinary Meat. Others complain'd of Pain 


in their Heads, and their Breasts: Some of 
Weakness in their Backs; others of Aches in 
their Thighs and Knees: And others, of 
Swellings in their Legs. Thus were two 
thirds of the Company under _ the 
Chirurgeon's Hand. And yet, nevertheless, 
they must work daily; and go abroad to 
fetch Wood and Timber, notwithstanding 
the most of them had no Shoes to put on 


Such was the state of the sick in the huts 


that the Master and two seamen returned to - 


the ship to sleep: 


“By lying abroad, they avoided the 
hearing of the miserable Groanings, and 
Lamentations of the sick Men all Night 
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_long; enduring, poor Souls, intolerable 
Torments.”’ 

“You may now ask me, How these infirm 
Men could work? I will tell you: Our 
Surgeon, who was as diligent, and sweet 
condition'd Man as I ever saw, would be up 
betimes in the Mornings; and whilst he 
pick’d their Teeth, and cut away the dead 
Flesh from their Gums, they would bathe 
their Thighs, Knees, and Legs... Yet after 
this was done half an Hour, they would be 
able to go (and go they must) to Wood, thro’ 
the Snow, to the Ship, and about other 
Business. By Night, they would be as bad 
again; and then they must be bathed, 
anoint'd, and their Mouths dress’d again, 
before they went to Bed. And with this Diet, 
and in this Manner, we went thro’ our 
Miseries.”’ 

“May 1632. The 2d. it did snow and 
blow, and was so could, that we were forc'd 
to keep House all Day. This unexpected 
Cold, at this Time of the Year did so vex our 
sick Men; that they grew worse and worse: 
We cannot now take them out of their Beds, 
but they would swoon; And we had much 
ado to keep Life in them.” 


With the weakness of the sick in the 
spring in mind, Captain James had put 
aside a tun of Alicant wine, ‘Which, by 
Reason that the Wine had been frozen, had 
lost his Vertue, was little better than 
Water.’’ Even so it was welcome to the sick. 
They were also cheered by finding in the 
ship a cask of very good beer. 

The carpenter died, presumably of 
scurvy, on May 18. The means of keeping 
them going was psychological: 


“The 23rd. our Boatswain, a painful 
Man, having been long sick, which he had 
heartily resisted, was taken with such a 
painful Ache in one of his Thighs, that we 
verily thought he would have died presently. 
He kept his Bed all Day in great Extremity, 
and it was a Maxim among us, that any one 


who kept his Bed two Days, he could rise no 
more. This made every Man to strive to 
keep up, for Life.” 


The crew were saved by the discovery, at 
the end of May, of vetches, which were 
boiled for the sick with oil and vinegar. This 
got them on their feet again quite quickly: 


“For now our feeble sick Men, that could 
not for their Lives stir these 2 or 3 Months, 
can endure the Air and walk about the 
House; our other sick Men gather Strength 
also; And it was wonderful to see how soon 
they were recover'd.”” 

“The 15th (une)... by this Time, our 
Men that were most feeble now grown 
strong, and can run about. The Flesh of 
their Gums became settled again, and their 
Teeth fasten'd; so that they can eat Beef 
with their Vetches.” 


In July Captain James found ashore a 
herb resembling scurvy grass: 


“I had some gather’d, which we boiled 
with our Meat to Supper. It was most 
excellent good, and far better than our 
Vetches. After Supper we all went to seek 
more of it; which we did, to the Quantity of 
Two Bushels, which did afterwards much 
refreshus...” 


In May they had managed to kill a few 
ducks and geese. The only medicines 
mentioned were “Bottles of Sirrops, and 
other liquid Things.’’ From that time 
onwards there were no more references to 


scurvy. 


One man fell through the ice and was 
drowned. The surgeon had only one 
accident to treat, when the capstan took 
charge: 


“~.. but our Gunner, an honest diligent 
Man, had his Leg taken betwixt the Cable 
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and the Capstang, which wrung off his Foot 
and tore all the Flesh off his Leg, and 
crush'd the Bone to Pieces, and sorely 
bruis’d his whole Body: in which miserable 
Manner he remain’d crying till we had 
recover'd ourselves, our Memory and 
Strengths to clear him. Whilst we were 
putting him and the rest down to the 
Chirurgeon; the Ship drove into shallow 
Water ... By Midnight, the Chirurgeon 
had taken off the Gunner's leg at the 
Gartering Place, and dres'd the others that 
were hurt and bruis'd; after which we 
comforted each other as well as we could.” 


The gunner died after two and a half 
months; 


“The i9th, our Gunner, (who as you may 
remember, had his Leg cut off) languish'd 
irrecoverably, and now grew very weak; 
desiring that, for the little Time he had to 
live, he might drink Sack altogether; which 
Torder’d he should. 

The 22d, in the Morning, he died. An 
honest and strong-hearted Man. He had a 
close boarded Cabbin in the Gun-room, 
which was very close indeed; and as many 
Cloaths to him, as was convenient (for he 
wanted no Cloaths) and a Pan of Coals, and 
a Fire continually in his  Cabbin. 
Notwithstanding which Warmth, _ his 
Plaister would freeze at his Wound, and his 
Bottle of Sack at his Head. We committed 
him, at a good distance from the Ship, unto 
the Sea.” 


This was not the end of the story, for six 
months later, the Master discovered the 
gunner under the gun room ports: 


“The 19th, in the Morning, I sent men to 
dig him out, he was fast in the Ice, his Head 
downwards, and his Heel upward, for he 
had but one Leg, and the Plaister was yet at 
the Wound; in the Afternoon, they had 
digg'd him clear out; and he was as free 
from Noisomeness, as when we first 


committed him to the Sea. This Alteration 
had the Ice and Water, and Time only 
wrought on him, that his Flesh would slip 
up and down on his Bones like a Glove on a 
Man's Hand. In the Evening, we buried him 
by the others.” 


Apart from these incidents the surgeon 
had little to do. In the early part of the 
voyage, some of the crew were exhausted 
from pumping and raising the anchors, and 
nights without sleep, but they recovered 
easily. In later times, whaling voyages to the 
Arctic were advertised as being particularly 
healthy; and so Captain James found on his 
voyage. 

From June onwards, like all who travel in 
the Barren Lands, they were troubled with 
mosquitoes: 


“The Muskitoes upon our coming away, 
were most intolerable. We tore an old Flag 
to Pieces, and made us Bags of it to put our 
Heads in; but it was no Fortification against 
them. They would find Ways and Means to 
sting us, that our Faces were swoln hard out 
in Pimples, which would so itch and smart, 
that we must needs rub and tear them. And 
these Flies, indeed, were more tormenting 
to us, than all the Cold we had heretofore 
endured.” 


Tailpiece 


In 1833 Dr. John Rae (who later 
discovered the fate of the Franklin 
expedition) went out as surgeon in one of 
the Hudson Bay Company’s ships and 
reported: 

We went to an island called Charlton, in 
James Bay — covered with snow when we 
reached it — and found some old houses, 
which we repaired for winter quarters ... 
We had scarcely any fresh meat with us, 
and little lime juice or vegetables: so it was 
not surprising that scurvy attacked the 
party. Of the 17 persons attacked, two died 
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before the spring and some of the others 
were in a very dangerous condition when, 
fortunately, the spring sun cleared the snow 
off the ground and we found an abundance 
of cranberries (a famous antiscorbutic). The 
sick men were taken out during the warm 
part of the day and left to eat as many 
berries as they wished. These, with some 
soup made at a later date from the bud of 
the vetch, restored the health of the invalids 
without almost any other antiscorbutic for 
the very small quantity of fresh meat 


obtained did not amount to over a few days’ 
ration per man.” (Smith, 1880). 


Could this have been Captain James’ hut 
that Rae found? There was a striking 
likeness between Rae’s experience in James 
Bay and that of Captain Thomas James two 
centuries before. 


Reference: 


SMITH, F. MURRAY (1880). Arctic Expeditions, 
British and Foreign. London. 
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